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Studying and Evaluating
Informative Materials
Dr. William K. Durr

Although teaching comprehension now
dominates the professional literature in
reading, it is important that our day-to-day
teaching practices also include important
skills in studying and evaluating informative
materials. Four important components in
these areas ore using SQRRR, varying reading
rate, critically analyzing materials, and
taking tests.

This survey, which should take no longer than
two minutes, provides a general overview
and helps the reader understand the
organization of the material.
Step two involves turning the first major
heading into a question. For example, in a
chapter on animals the first heading could be
"Farm Animals." The reader could turn this
into a question such as, "What are some kinds
of farm animals?"
Step three is read. Having formed a
question that sets a purpose for reading, the
student then reads to answer that question.
Step four is recite. After reading the
section under the first major heading,
students then tell themselves, in their own
words, the answer to the question formed
from the major heading. As they rephrase the
material in their own words, they are
clarifying their understanding and fixing it in
their minds so they will remember it longer.
Steps two, three, and four are repeated
for the remainder of the material to be
studied. That is, the student turns each
subsequent heading into a question, reads to
answer that question, and then quietly recites
what has been read.
Step five is review. When the material to
be studied has been read, the student should
complete the process by reviewing it. One
way to do this is to once again look at each
major heading and think through the answers
to the questions that had been formed from
those headings.
Research on the SQRRR study approach
has shown that teaching it may have limited
value unless there is follow-up to insure that
students actually apply it for sustained
periods of time (Wooster; Willmore). When
all five steps are actually used by students, it
has been shown to lead to increased content

Using SQRRR
As students reach grade levels where
content area texts contain typographical and
form aids, such as italics and subheadings,
they should learn a study skill that will help
them use these aids most effectively. Time
spent teaching a study skill will pay off in two
ways: students will master content areas more
thoroughly as they learn to apply the study
skill and it will be an important help in all
future studying that they do.
SQRRR involves five basic steps while
studying: survey, question, read, recite, and
review.
Step one is survey. Before beginning to
study a section of text, the reader surveys
what is to be read by quickly reading the
major headings and noting any
typographical aids and summary statements.
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mastery (Donald; Diggs). Model SQRRR and
explain it thoroughly to students. Then follow
this with careful monitoring to be sure that it is
applied in all content area studying.

When readers scan, their eyes travel quickly
over a page looking for a specific bit of
information, such as looking for a date in an
encyclopedia article.
Also explain the two variables, purpose
and difficulty, that will determine which rate
should be used .
Efficient rate flexibility comes only
through practice. Provide materials of
varying difficulty for students to read and,
when purpose is held constant, have them
experience for themselves how they can vary
their reading rates. When making content
area assignments, have students practice
varying rate for different purposes. For
example, before assigning a chapter for
study in a social studies text, decide on a key
fact and have students scan to locate it. Or,
set a time limit for them to skim to get a
general idea what the chapter will be about.

Varying Reading Rate

l

,

By intermediate and middle school
grades, most students have enough instant
recognition vocabulary so they can learn to
vary their rates of reading.
Good readers vary their reading rates on
the basis of two variables : purpose for
reading and the difficulty of the material
being read . When our purpose is to learn as
much as we can as we read, we would read
more slowly and carefully than we would if
our purpose was to get a general idea of
what the material is about. In addition, when
the material is relatively difficult in terms of
the reader's background of knowledge, it
would be read more slowly than material for
which the reader has a rich background .
These two variables, purpose and difficulty,
should interact to influence our reading rate
each time that we read.
Research supports the conclusion that we
can teach students rate flexibility beginning
in the intermediate grades. Fifth and sixth
grade students can learn to increase rate and
accuracy (Lloyd) and fifth graders can be
taught to scan (Katz). Fourth grade students
have developed rate flexibility after just two
weeks of training (Harris) and have been
found to maintain increased rate six months
after training has ended (Thomas).
Since reading rate cannot be neatly
dichotomized into slow and fast, introduce
students to the concept of rate flexibility by
explaining a rate continuum. Label the
continuum from "thorough" at one end
through "rapid" and "skim" to "scan" at the
other end. Explain that these labels show only
relationships on the continuun; they do not
show specific words per minute.
A thorough and careful rate would be
used when studying for a test or when the
material is difficult. A more rapid rate would
be used when reading for ertjoyment or when
reviewing material that has been learned
before. Skimming would be used when the
purpose is to get a general idea of what the
material is about, as when deciding whether
to take a particular book from the library,
and when the material is realtively easy.-

Critically
Materials

Analyzing

Informative

Critical reading is basically thinking
critically about what is read. It is evaluative
reading and does not necessarily mean
finding fault. Because students are
bombarded with printed materials that beg
for critical evaluation, such as newspapers,
magazines, and printed television
commercials, it is important that they have
critical reading skills.
Fortunately, there is research evidence to
show that these skills can be learned. Seventh
grade students showed a significant increase
in critical reading ability after instruction
(Hyran) and sixth graders learned to
recognize propaganda techniques
(Nardelli). In one large study, it was
concluded that children in grades one
through six can learn to read critically (Wolf,

et al).
Students find it interesting to study
propaganda techniques as one way of
introducing critical reading. Propaganda is
the spreading of information, ideas, or
rumors for the purpose of influencing others.
It tries to persuade, not inform or entertain.
Have students collect a variety of
advertisements from newspapers and
magazines. Use these to help them classify
and recognize some of the most common
kinds of propaganda. Repetition is the
repeating of a cue word to fix it in the
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knowledge being measured.
There is research evidence that students
profit from being taught how to toke tests.
Both pre-school disadvantaged children and
first grade children profit from being taught
the mechanics of test taking (Oakland;
Eakins). And teaching students how to think
about a test hos been shown to be
educationally significant as low as the
intermediate level (Bergman).
Since the objective, multiple-choice test
frequently has a great influence on what
happens to students, they should be taught
the best way to take them. First, well before
test day, demonstrate the mechanics of
answering, which often involves filling-in a
designated space on a machine-scored
answering sheet. Second, show the
importance of carefully reading the
directions to determine whether a "right"
answer or a "best" answer is called for and
explain the difference between the two.
Third, explain that, when more than one
answer seems appropriate, they should turn
each possibility into a statement and then
decide which statement seems to be true and
which false. Fourth, unless they know that the
test will be graded right minus wrong, they
should use their best judgment to answer all
questions.
As students progress to higher grade
levels, it becomes increasingly likely that they
will be given essay tests. Provide samples of
essay test items and help students see how the
form their answer takes depends on the way
the question is worded. Questions that ask
them to discuss or analyze usually require
paragraph answers while questions that ask
them to give one reason or tell when are
generally answered in one sentence.
They should learn four stages in taking an
essay test. Stage one, overall planning,
includes reading rapidly through the
questions to get a feeling for the kinds of
questions being asked and to plan time.
Stage two, reading a question and
preparing to answer, involves a slow and
careful reading of the first item to be
answered. They should pay attention to key
words in the question, jot down key words
they want in their answer, and plan how they
are going to answer. In stage three, writing
the answer, they should go directly to the

reader's mind. Bandwagon contends that
many others ore following a suggested
oporooch; hence, the reader should too. In a
testimonial a respected person is quoted as
favoring a certain product and in transfer no
quote is given but the reader is expected to
transfer good feelings about a pictured
person to the product that is also pictured.
At the intermediate levels, introduce
students to statements given as fact and
statements of opinion. A statement given as a
fact can be checked to determine if it is true or
false. It can be objectively verified or
disproved. A statement of opinion expresses
what is thought, felt, or believed; the
possibility of debate cannot be ruled out.
Initially, statements of opinion should
include clue words, such as I think, it seems
to me, or probably. Then lead to opinions
that do not include clue words, such as,
''Mayor Brown is the best mayor we have ever
had ." Sometimes opinion can be recognized
by stating its opposite and noting that some
may agree with the other version. "Mayor
Brown is the worst mayor we have ever had,''
might find equally strong supporters.
It is vital for students to learn that a
statement given as a fact may not be true. For
example, the statement, "I am in fifth grade,"
is given as a fact as is, "I am in fourth grade."
Both are verifiable. Hoever, if both are made
by the same student, one could be a
statement of fact that is true while the other,
then, would be a statement of fact that is not
true.
It is also important to realize that opinion
should not automatically be rejected. It may
be arrived at through logical reasoning,
given by a qualified person, and based on
good, objective evidence. Evaluating these
factors can help us decide how much
credence to give to a statement of opinion.
Taking Tests
Although learning how to take tests
differs from studying and evaluating
informative materials, test-taking ability is
important enough to have a place in the
reading curriculum. State-mandated tests,
standardized tests, and many others ore a
way of life. It is important for students to
understand tests and know the best
procedures for taking them so that test scores
accurately measure and reflect the skill or
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Lesson Plo.n Ideo.
~

Creative Writing Ideas
Annena Z. McCleskey

What might hove happened if the Three Bears' porridge hod been "just
right", and they were at home when Goldilocks committed the B and E?
This type of question con stimulate the creative juices to flow from your
students. Note how many avenues you con follow when you start with the
familiar. Fairy toles and nursery rhymes are well known in our culture. They are
therefore easy springboards from which to select activities.
Students hove the opportunity to touch on everyday problems and situations
stemming from the traditional fairy tales we all have grown up loving. These
types of questions also provide excellent beginnings for many kinds of creative
activities that give students on opportunity to get in touch with their feelings and
utilize the old fashioned fairy tale to modern day creative writing and problem
solving activities. Other suggestions follow:

• What if Cinderella lost her brand new $45 leather Nike gym
shoe instead of a glass slipper? What might have happened?
• Do you remember when Cinderella's fairy godmother
changed a pumpkin into a beautiful coach? What if you were
at a concert and Michael Jackson was changed into a
scarecrow right before your very own eyes? What would you
do? What would Michael Jackson do and how would the
audience react?

~,

• How would the innkeeper find out if the princess was really a
princess if she had slept on a waterbed instead of one hundred
mattresses and a pea?

Ar'\
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Summary

it rains because there's nothing else to do. A
skill I can't do well because my eyes move too
fast. A class I think is boring.
Denise (grade 2): I like reading a little
because its my bad habit. I like to do
sometimes for my eyes.

Present practice, as reflected by
perceptions of youngsters in this study,
strongly imply that teaching through a
systems and/or skills management approach
leaves children with the belief that reading
involves mainly word recognition. To the
subjects in the study, gaining meaning from
reading appeared far less frequently than
word recognition as a purpose for reading.
The need for a comprehensive model of the
reading process is apparent. Practices
through which beginning readers can
internalize the process undoubtedly will
reflect the degrees to which a model or
models are adopted. Educational practices,
reading instruction, should be altered to
reflect both a stronger emphasis upon
meaning and upon the affective realm of the
total reading process. Perhaps emphasizing
the totality of reading and not the sub skills
therein will lead to less clinical definitions
than nine-year old Bobby who wrote:
"Reading is edgeachanale and scientife."

However, some positive comments were
also found in pupils' responses. Following are
a few examples:

Jason (grade 5): Reading puts you in another
land of your pleasur and paridice it can take
your mnd off of raidio tv and any other
entertamement. But of corse I like to read my
own writting.
Kate (grade 4): Reading to me is sitting down
and relaxing and enjoying a good book. You
can learn things in books like history. Books
are fun.
Cathy C. (grade 6): What is reading? To me
reading is fun and enjoyable. I like reading
because, well I don't know. I just like it. It's
hard to explain.
Despite the obvious deficiencies inherent
in extrapolating data from children's
responses, it was obvious that there is a
dearth of expression about either Cramer's
aesthetic appreciative category or Barrett's
appreciative level. One might hypothesize
that youngsters are conditioned to think of
reading as a schooltime activity rather than
an enjoyable process. Nevertheless, cannot
reading classes be pleasurable? In our
instructional programs, cannot style, theme,
language and tone be emphasized in
addition to other process elements?
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